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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1December 8, 2003

Dr. Michael Holland

Office of Science and Technology Policy

Executive Office of the President

1650 Pennsylvania Avenue

Washington, DC 20502

re:
National Science and Technology Council Subcommittee on Research Business Models


(68 FR 46631, August 6, 2003)

Dear Dr. Holland:

We have been invited to submit comments to the NSTC subcommittee considering the relationship between the Federal government and academe, from the perspective of the liberal arts community.  I am pleased to do so, given the significant (but often under appreciated) contribution this sector of higher education has made over many decades to the strength of America’s scientific and technological enterprise.  To illustrate briefly:  i) liberal arts colleges are exceptionally productive as a source of future Ph.D.’s.  With 8% of total undergraduate enrollments they produce 20% of the U.S. citizens who become graduates students in scientific and technological fields; ii) the research-rich learning environment that is traditional on these campuses drives that productivity.  Students have persistent opportunities to engage as colleagues with faculty in the process of exploration and discovery that is the essence of science.  This socializes students into the scientific community and motivates them to pursue careers in these fields.  

The NSTC subcommittee is surely concerned with increasing the innovativeness, interdisciplinarity and strength of the U.S. scientific and technological enterprise.  One way to do this is to simplify the business model that is used on the Federal side of the government/academic partnership.  We are in strong agreement with comments submitted from research university colleagues, as presented in hearings and on the OSTP website.  The current set of regulations and reporting requirements are unnecessarily onerous, deleterious to our national goal of sustaining a world-class research community, particularly in a time when our country needs to make most efficient and creative use of the scientific and technological communities.  We commend the NSC subcommittee for tackling these difficult issues.

As you know, another way to foster innovation over the long-term is to recognize that one size does not fit all.  Federal programs must be thoughtfully designed to encourage desired outcomes in a variety of ways.

These must be appropriate to different kinds of institutions that fulfill somewhat different, but complementary, functions critical for the national welfare.  Therefore, we offer the following insights.

· Continue to explore innovative business models, considering the impact on a wider range of institutions.
A federal demonstration project (FDP) has been established to work with research universities to examine, streamline, and reduce the burdens of grant administration.  To the degree that this activity has been found to be useful in simplifying compliance and accountability in such universities, could this model be adapted to provide similar services to colleges with a lesser level of involvement with Federal awards?  The key, as with the current FDP, would be to respect both the demand for accountability and the stewardship required for the prudent use of taxpayer dollars and the substantial policies already in place to ensure fiscal responsibility of academic officers and faculty.

· Consider other steps to promote innovation, by tailoring programs to take advantage of the unique potential contributions of institutions of different size and mission.
It is widely understood that the future of great innovations in science and technology in our country is closely related to the development of interdisciplinary communities of scientists and engineers.  In many respects the liberal arts colleges model this kind of community now.  Their goal is to foster the community of scientific professionals in much the same manner that the Federally-funded, interdisciplinary Centers at larger institutions are designed to establish.  Grants to individual colleges to build sustainable interdisciplinary science/technology research/learning centers, consonant with their size and mission, should be explored.  As the source of 20% of the nation’s graduate students, strengthening the capacity of these institutions to produce graduate students prepared to operate in such interdisciplinary collaborations could significantly improve graduate education and advance the building of an innovative, interdisciplinary 21st century community of scientific and technological professionals in our country.

· Foster innovation by targeting programs to faculty at different career stages, at different types of institutions.  

At many liberal arts institutions, nearly 50% of the STEM faculty are recent hires, replacing retiring colleagues whose careers were enhanced by post-Sputnik investments this nation made in its scientific infrastructure– investments that have realized a remarkable return.  Making similar, well-thought through investments in current faculty– particularly those with decades of service yet ahead of them– will produce a similar rate of return.  A better balance of Federal awards to junior and senior faculty needs to be explored as we contemplate the future of the scientific and technological enterprise in this country.  Pilot, planning and exploratory grants would address the need for more innovation, as well as provide important sources of support for new researchers who may well be more adventurous in exploring “out-of-the-box” interdisciplinary ideas.  A more intentional mix of faculty at different career stages on peer review panels could also bring new ideas to the table, as well as help integrate early-career scholars into the larger community of their peers.

· Continue the process of gathering informative data.

From anecdotal reports from these liberal arts colleges and the other institutions involved with Project Kaleidoscope (a national alliance working to strengthen undergraduate STEM), it is clear that first-rate facilities are critical to the continued capacity of these institutions to prepare significant numbers of graduate students and to motivate all students to pursue careers in STEM fields.  In setting national priorities, precise data must be gathered on the relationship between the quality of the space and the capacity of the institution to serve national needs in S&T fields.   Equally, data on faculty demographics– current age, expertise, etc.– would help inform shaping of policies and programs.

These are some brief thoughts.  We are ready to work with you and your colleagues to expand upon these ideas and to identify leaders within the community of predominantly undergraduate institutions to advise and assist in this important effort.

Sincerely yours,

Jeanne L. Narum, Director

The Independent College Office & Project Kaleidoscope


